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off-task activi*y and activity format were coded on a
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eight activity combinations wera identified and then grouged into 10
categories. Six »ff-task activity types ¢2re found. For 2ach student
chssarvation, ac*ivity and forma+ ln*af:upt;cﬁ rates, percent of time
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dot ermined. Among *he significant findings, the high-AG students ware
nore liksly than low-AG students to go off *ask durirng creative
activities. Low=-AG students wsrz more likaly to go »ff task during
reci+ation. High- and low-AG students spent nearly equal amounts of
+ipe off *ask. In ~he discussion of the results, ssveral implications
for 2ducational practice ara indicated. (author/RH)
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Abstract

While student involvad time has attracted Increased research interest,
relatively little attention has been paid to students' off-task behavior.
This study explored the types of off-task activities in vhich students engaged.
The types of academic activities and activity Fforpats (individual, group)
interrupted were also examined. Results include the amount of time students
gspent in each of the several off-task activities and the relative frequency

of interruptions of different academic activity types and formats,
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Time 0ff-Tasl: Imnlications for Learning

Given that sgﬁdént involvement in academic learning activities (involved
time) 1is a significant nart of learning, interruptiomns to involved time
decrease a student’s opportunity to learn. Greater frequency of interruntion
(more off-task activity) results in less involved time. Agsuming off-task
activity to be indicative of what students nmipht prefer to be doing, examina-
tion of the nature and frequency of interruptions would have implications for
instructional deeigns conducive to the maintenance of involvement in learning
activity, thereby enhancing student learning.

hile student involved time has attracted increasing research interest,
relatively little attention has been paid to students’® off-task behavior.
Students' achievement test nerformance has been shown to be significantly
related;té involved time (e.~., Bloom., 1974: Anderson, 1%75; Fisher et al.,
197¢). Therefore, interruptions to involved time can be thoupht of as im-
pediments to learning. TFactors that mipht affect the frequency of interrup-
tion include the type of academic actdvity (e.s., reading, writing) and the
activity format (individual, proup). The subject area (reading, mathematies,
science, social studies) and students’ previous achievement grcwth mipght also
be related to the frequency of interruptions.

Instructional varisbles such as academic activity type and format might
affect the ‘'holding power' of an activity and thus affect the frequency with
which students will eo off-task. Those activities in vhich a student can
actively participate would seem less likely to be interrupted than those in
which the student has a relatively passive role. The activity format seems
likely to influence the frequency of interruptions, with fewer interruptions
occurring in larpge proup activities vhere the teacher's role as manapger tends

to decrease thé 14ikelihood of off~task behavior (Fisher, et al., 1978).
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The subject area would seem likelv to affect the Frequency of off-task
behavior. In many elementarv schools, sclence and soclal studies are offered
less often than readin~ and mathematics. They not only are offered on fewer
days of the week but also For shorter time periods. Theilr infrequent occurrence
might make science and social studies more appealing to students and therefore
less likely to be interrupted by off-task behavior.

The achievement growth (AG) of students (based on growth patrerns ex-
hibited during the previous two vears) also is lilkely to affect the frequency
with which students interrupnt academic activities. Low AG students would tend
to be less motivatad and viore distractable than hipgh AC students and thus
would be expected to initiate more off-task behavior. However, nn difference
would be expected in the tyre of off-task activity displayed by high and low
AG students.

On the basis of the ahove considerations the following questions are
examined:

xl) Are there AC or subject area differences in the type of academic
activity interrupted?

7) Are there AG or subject area differences in the type of activity

format interrupted?

3) 1Is there an AG difference in percentage of time off-tasl and total

time svent in different off-task activitiesa?

lfethod

Fourth grade students from four classrooms in two elementary schools in
an integrated urban school district served as the sample. High and low
achievement growth (AG) students were identified in each classroom. AG was

defined as a pattern of continuous growth durinp the previous two years in the




Total Reading grade-equivalent score on the Stanford Achievement Tests.
Students exhibiting no AG vere excluded from the sample as were students for
whom data were incomplete (i.e., students who had been attending school in
the district for less than three years).

Students in the four classrooms were observed in four subject areas
(reading, mathematics, science, social studies) over five days of the week
for a total of 3N observation periods. Tour target students (2 high AG
and 2 low AG) were obhservad during each observation period. VWhen a target
student vas absent, a previously identified alternate from the same AG group
was observed. Of the 26 students who met the AG requirements, 21 were ob~
gsaerved on one or more ocecasions. Generally the observation periods were
30 minutes but were shorter whem a subject area lessor continued for less
than half an hour. Data were obtained for only cne low and one high AG
student during zix of the ohservation periods because of misidentification
of students. Therefore, the total number of student observations was 1IN§
(54 hich AT and 54 low AG). ‘Mean AC for the high group was 2.3% and for the
Jow group .81. AG was not significantly related to student race or sex.

The behavior of ecach of the target students was coded on a minute-by-
minute basis during each observation period. The type of academic ox non-
academlc activity and the activity format were coded for each minute for each
of the four students. Twenty different academic activities and eight ac~
tivity combinations were identified and then grouped into 10 categories,

The categories were: 1) reading, 2) writing, (e.g., worksheet), 3) creating
(e.f., divergent writing 1, 4) listening and/or viewing, ) recitation,
6) discussion, 7) projects and games, &) qulzzes, 9) conferences with the

teacher and 10) cther (=.z., checking work). The six non-academic (off-tasgk)
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activities (excluding transitional and management activities) that were
digtinguished were: 1) looking around, 2) walking around, 3) non-work
related talk with other students, 4) hand raised or at the teacher's desk
(wait time), 5) out of Eﬁe roon or maintenance (e.g, brushing teeth or going
to the bathroom) and 6) other (e.p., cleaning out desk). The three activity
format categories identified were individual, small group and large group.
Intercoder agreement was 7% for involved time, 91% for activity type, 977
for academic activity format and (7% for type of off-task activity.

For each student observation the following scores were determined:
interruption rates for each of the academic activity categories and activity
formats; the percentage of time spent in each of the six off-task activity
categories; the total number of minutes spent in each type of off-task

activity.

Results

Academic Activity Type

Analysis of the frequency of interruptions of the different types of
academic activities by AG groups indicated a significant difference for tweo
of the ten activity categories. During creative activities the high AG
students were more likely to go off task than were the low AG students., In
contrast during recitation, low AG students were more likely to engape in

off-task behavior, The means and T-ratios for the 10 academic activity

types and the two AG groups are shown in table 1.

Insere YWalle 1 about uere
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wable 2 presents the means and T-ratios for the 1) academic activity
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The Jnalysis shovsed sipndficant Jdifferences

L

types and the 4 subjact area

for tuirce academic activity types: writing, listening/viewing and, discussion.

Uriting (e.g., vorlisheets) was less lilely to ba interrunted in science than

in the other tiaree subject arecas. Listenin 18/viewing vas more liliely to be

interrupted in social studies than in reading and mathematices. (Lo

ion in science

L"II\

listening/vieving activities were found in 3cience). Discuss
was rore likely to Le interrusted than was discussion in math and social

studles. (Ulscussion ald not occur in rea sdinz.)

Inzert Table 2 about Lero

Academic Activity Format

Analysis of the frnquency of iuterruntions of the three academic activity
formats (individual, small group, large group) shoved no significant dif-
ferences Detveen Lii~h and lovr AG students. Also, there vere no significant

subject area differences in the frequency of intorruption of different for-

Off-Tasl. Actdvity Vype
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Jdoyever, asz shom in talle 3, :

task activities rovealed simuificant AT differcences for non -worl: related talk
& >
to others and for other” off -tasl Lohavier, Louv A% students shoved

more non--vorl: related tali: to othors and “other’ off-—tasi: behavior (doodling,
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scoras for low 5 student
lotrer risk of bLeing vroug andaals to tiese studerts. In contrast, in recita-
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Thua, low A6 students, o are

tlon activities riantc anmrers aro
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1less lilkely to lkmow the ansiyars, 11ay take a more nassive role, vhich leads

to oecurrences of off-tasl: hahwavior.

ot

Yxamination of fruquency of intarrupiion of academic activitias Ly

subject arca indicated significant differences in vriting, discussion, and

(2. 7., yorlislicat) vas interrupted fouver tines

listening/viewving. lcit
in science than in the other throe subject areas. Lt nay be that the types

¢ in the othor suliject

yitins aectivitics
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araas in vays that wmade thew wore annzaling o students. Uiscussion suowad

sraater froquency of off-tasih ovccurrences in science. This result may be

m"l‘

ralated to the nrovortion of time svent in discussion in the four suzjech

areas. there was littlo dizecussion jn reading and math corwpared to science
and zocial studies. It iz also vossivle that the discuasion activity in
science vas inforaal to ihe cxtent that it provided couslderalle opnortunity
for off--taslk behavior.
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Listening/viewing shoved pore interruptions iu social studies than in

the otiler subject arcas. hen listening/viering, students are in a passive

role. Less opportunity for active participation may result in more off-tasi:

interareted cautiously due to the

G
e
et

behavior. However, this result should be T
infrequent occurrence of the listening/viewing catepory.

Lcadenmic Activity Tormat Type
cac o ACEIVALY ormal tyne

Activity fornat type (individual, small group, large group) did not show
sipnificant differences in interruption scores Ly AG group or by subject
area. It appears that the tvpe of academic activity has a greater impact on
student involvement than does activity format. Mhile the teacuer's role as
manager in large group activities was cxpected te -decrease interruptions, the
teachers in the present study may have emnloyed narallel management strategles
across format types

Dff-task Activity

The total amount of time off~tasl did not differ Ly AG group. Hovever,
it appears thac low AN students are more likely to interrupt an acadamic
activity vitl off--tasi. behavior uhile Ligh AS students tend to finish the
acadejiie tagl: and then encage in off--tasik benavior.

Significant differencns Ly AG proup ver: found in tvo types of off-task
actdvities. ionworli related tall: with othar studonts wvas uore common among

i

louv A studenis than amons high AT students. It appears that lov AG gtudents

nizlit be uore notivated Ly sccialization than Ly prescribed worlk. Activities

in viiich they have cmoortunitizs for dinteraction vith others vhile performing
the riven taslhs micut b2 pore ajpronriate for tusse students.

Tou AG students also displayed significantly more “other” off-task
benavior. This type of cff-tasi: activity “'included doodling, cleaniug out

[

deaks, ete.” These are araas in vidceh a student might appear to be on-task
2 b P
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thus might avoic the notice of tlie teaclier., Walkking around and talking are
wore ouvious forus of off-tasl bvehavior and udizhit be. wmore liliely to drav
the teacher’s attenzion.

The differences in interruptisn scores of academic activity types found

in this study imply tunat monitoring and providing success experiences for

ifferences vera found

=5

low Af students may cncourane on—tasl: behavior. .lo
for academic activity format vhich is consistent with Good and Beckerman's
(1276) findings that Lotu larje and small jroup settines were conducive

to on~task Lehavior. OSdince high A7 students apnear to po off-taslk upon

m

completion of their yorl:;, »rovisilon sf more or differveni activities may main-

tain their on-tasl. Hehavior.
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Table 1

Hean Frequency of Interruption by Academic
Activity Type and AG Group

Academic Activity Type High AG Low AG R-ratio

Other L2672 L1203 942
Reading <3343 . 1567 1.594
Hrlting .2133 L1675 . 800
Creating L2025 .0n0N 8.452%

Listening/Viewving .00090 .2775 1,701
5.031%

]
Al
(W]
~d
un

Recitation .0371
Discussion -0500 L0667 . .055
Project/Gane .0550 L0700 .029
Quiz ' -1709 4950 2.059
Conference 4629 2127 2,202

*ps .05
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Table 2

Hean Frequency of Interruptions by
Academic Activity Type and Subjiect Area

Academic Activity Subject Area
Type Reading Math Social Studies Science F=-ratio

Other .2914  ,0918 -4100 . 2500 2,366
Reading .3059  .0090 .1650 4625 2.396

Writing _M4hh 2548 .2240 0250 2.841%

Creating .0165 —— - e -
Listening/Viewing .0220  .00NON 1.000 - 26,824%
Recitation L0300 .3600 LN4Ln .2963 2.670

Discussion - 0000

.000N _ . .2000  22.968%

Project/Game , L1150 .N400 - - . 866
Quiz L0000 L3750 = ’ L= 1.697
Conference . 1667 . 3580 - .5000 847

*p2, 05
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Table 3

llean Tdme in Off-task Activity by Activity
Type and AC Group

Off-Task Activity Type High AG Low AG F-ratio
Looking Around 16.6970 17.3871 031
VWalking Around 8,8571 5.5000 1.953
Hon-vork related , )

talk to others 7.592¢ 12.0000 4.516%
Yait time 49.0000 47,5556 .175
Maintenance 45,5000 43,8000 1.396
Other 3A.0000 59.6000 5.091%
#*p«. 05

i4




